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Essay by Dan Cameron 
n organizing this exhibition, my inten-
tion was to show that since the early 
1980s the mainstream of contemporary 
art has altered its approach, making an 
abrupt "about face" in the middle of 
the decade. With Neo-Expressionism's 
influence waning, a young group of 
artists has emerged whose "school" stresses 
both "ideas" and content, concepts which were 
incidental to the Neo-Expressionist movement. 
This new trend has been variously called 
Neo-Pop, Neo-Minimal, or Neo-Conceptual. But 
it should not be seen as a retreat to the 1960s; 
rather it is a movement consistent with our time. 
It does, however, assimilate Pop-Art's focus on 
contemporary culture, Minimal Art's insistence 
on the essence of good design and craftsman-
ship, and Conceptual Art's contention that 
"quality" is the product of the mind. The new 
art incorporates these values by appropriating 
ordinary housewares (or their images), and 
displaying them so as to please the eye, yet 
upset the viewers' mundane associations. 
Pop Art used mass-marketing images inno-
cently, whereas the new art does not celebrate 
commercialism; it seeks to expose the social 
and political problems in our capitalist, con-
sumer society. Themes relating to class struc-
ture, the desire for ownership, and the threat of 
a nuclear holocaust are evident in the artwork in 
this exhibition . 
"Clean" design is an obvious component 
of the work presented here, and like the art of 
the Minimalists, the objects are often fabricated 
and the artist's hand is seldom visible. However, 
the art in this exhibition attempts to break down 
the boundaries between abstraction and repre-
sentation as no other art movement before has 
done. For these artists, design is the strategic 
placement of appropriated objects. 
Unlike Conceptual Art, this work upholds the 
importance of visual pleasure while insisting on 
an ideological or philosophical basis. Several of 
the artists in this exhibition use as their subject 
visual pleasure as the primary stimulus to our 
acquisitive nature. 
One of the major criteria for inclusion in 
ReDefining the Object was that the artwork use, 
re-use, assemble, disassemble, or simulate 
store-bought items. Thus the exhibrtion is 
necessarily about sculpture; at the same time, 
most of the pieces are "wall-oriented." In 
addition, an unusually large number of pieces 
confront problems associated with painting and 
paintings. Overall this exhibition points to the 
current reassertion of three-dimensional media, 
which generally floundered during the Neo-
Expressionist era. 
Just as many of the artists in ReDefining the 
Object work with repetition of objects, I also 
desired to present recurring themes. Some 
of these are the shelving and encasement of 
objects , chair and bench imagery, clocks and 
watches, objects that refer to cleanliness, and 
the exploration of traditional tools of painting . 
Dennis Kowalski 's "five and dime store" color-
coordinated picture over a fireplace and John 
Armleder's thoughtfully positioned chair and 
green pegboards can be seen as references to 
the placement of artwork in the home. Although 
many artists use similar kinds of objects in their 
work, the reasons associated with their use can 
vary considerably. For example, in New Sheldon 
Wet-Dry, Jeff Koons displays vacuum cleaners 
encased in plexiglass to convey the idea of 
immortality-that these "breathing" machines 
are more perfect than we, and will outlive us as 
long as they remain unused. Haim Steinbach's 
work is also involved in display, but he juxta-
poses objects as artifacts from different social 
stratas. His precisely positioned installations 
bring together objects purchased from places 
as diverse as a SoHo boutique and discount 
warehouses. 
There were several key exhibitions and pieces 
that I must credit for leading to this exhibition . 
I first saw Jeff Koons's work in 1983, and at the 
time did not fully understand it, but recognized 
that it was important because it represented a 
very different attitude toward making art. When 
I saw Donald Lipski 's aqua green Fountains 
at Germans van Eck Gallery in 1986, his direct 
reference to Duchamp's famous urinal piece 
(1917) spurred my thinking toward an exhibition 
that would examine current ways of looking at 
objects. Also in 1986, I saw Arman's Paintbrush 
painting (1986) at the Chicago art expo. His 
piece made me realize the potential for bringing 
together the works of several older artists , 
whose art can now be viewed in a different light, 
and some of the most interesting new artists 
from New York, Chicago, and Europe, whose 
work involves concepts of appropriation. 
I hope this exhibition succeeds in pointing 
out that despite the differences, Arman's 
Paintbrush hangs quite comfortably beside 
Christian Eckart's "frame" paintings, and that 
the definition of objects can stretch as far as 
Richard Artschwager' s "! ". 
I would like to thank Dan Cameron for his 
insightful essay, Marjorie Talalay, director of the 
Cleveland Center for Contemporary Art, for her 
enthusiasm and interest in this project, Kathie 
Peoples for helping me organize the initial phase 
of this exhibition , and Terri Bashaw, whose 
invaluable assistance has made the exhibition 
and catalog a reality. I would also like to thank 
the many collectors, museums, and galleries 
who loaned works of art for ReDefining 
the Object. 
Barry A. Rosenberg , Director 
University Art Galleries 
The Object and its (Dis)Contents 
bjects occupy a transitional 
zone between the self and 
the unmediated world . If it is 
possible to say that an object 
is "out there," it is equally 
possible (in most cases) to 
bring the same object into 
one's private sphere of existence, to make it 
an extension of oneself. 
Objects and art objects differ in this crucial 
regard . Were we to carry art objects about with 
us from place to place the way we do other 
objects, we would soon find them falling apart 
beneath our grasp. Art objects need to be set off 
in order to be understood , removed enough 
from the typical social interaction of other 
objects for us to recognize them as things to 
be looked at but not touched. 
Objects can be objective, but not always. If 
we stop to think about the way in which objects 
today are produced and distributed around 
the world , we realize that we are looking at the 
greatest network of social communication ever 
devised: global as well as local objects, local 
variations on global objects, personal objects, 
impersonal objects made to resemble personal 
objects, global objects made to look like regional 
objects, objects made to be consumed else-
where, objects to be disposed of quickly, objects 
to enclose or support other objects, objects 
to protect us from other objects. This situation 
is not exactly language, but meta-language: an 
infinite number of types of object-signification 
occuring in every social group in every culture at 
practically every moment, threading their way 
between these groups and causing unforeseen 
points of overlap. 
Objects have been taken in by artists at 
~umerous points during the twentieth century, 
but rarely with such intensity-and such varying 
motives-as at the present moment. Rather 
than transforming them, artists today are 
showing a strong interest in transforming the 
way in which objects are perceived (and , by 
implication, the way in which artworks too are 
perceived). 
Eventually, this process also leads to a 
transformation in the way the social environment 
is perceived, and finally to the way in which we 
perceive our sense of perception as an object 
of examination itself. Why is this transformation 
necessary or even relevant? Rrst of all , it is 
important to establish that the new type of 
art-object sets up this blurring of categories 
between art and the real world for a specific 
reason or set of reasons (i.e., not just because 
everyone else is doing it) . 
Once we have established this fact, it be- · 
comes clear that the art-objects in question 
are not representations of other things. They 
are for the most part spoofs or twists on the 
categories of meaning which place art at one end 
of a spectrum of meaning, and real life at the 
other end. In other words, as a method of 
re-establishing the discourse between art and 
other cultural forms, much of this work seeks to 
focus the viewer's attention on maximalizing the 
shared space in between the two areas. At no 
point in our interaction with the objects are we 
meant to feel entirely secure with the idea that 
they exist completely within either one realm 
or another. Even though our walking through 
a gallery is a concession or surrender to the 
experience of art, we are also sensitized enough 
in a general way to our environment to know that 
certain expectations are being set up simply in 
orderto be contradicted. In so doing, our sense 
of self-awareness becomes hyper-sensitized to 
our own uneasiness at being under scrutiny. 
The theme of reversed definitions is quite 
prevalent in the way in which many artists 
transform their objects. In his accumulation 
of paint brushes loaded with bright pigments, 
Arman effectively creates sculpture from all 
the tools needed to produce a period abstract 
painting (from the same period in which he was 
working, of course, but we suspect the artist 
knew that it was a painting style which would 
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soon be obsolete). Similarly, Stuart Sherman's 
Time-Spectacles practically demands that one 
cross one's own eyes in order to see the minute 
and hour hand together with the numerals. Since 
the wearer of the glasses is also temporarily 
rendered without vision , the piece effectively 
projects a world in which acute perceptual 
defects are more the rule than the exception. 
In Christian Eckart's pieces, the ambiguous 
relationship between the work's status-
is it painting , sculpture, or installation art?-
is repeated by the double allegiance maintained 
between its contemplative (as in conceptual) 
nature and its more functional (as in decora-
tive) side. 
Donald Lipski , whose work has in many ways 
come to typify the art of assemblage in our time, 
has frequently concerned himself with making 
quite innocent objects look threatening , and vice 
versa. His Building Steam #285 transforms a 
video-game joystick and a few tablespoons of 
honey into a futuristic sadomasochist object 
by simply emphasizing the tensile bend in the 
object's middle. Not unrelatedly, his The Foun-
tains plays off the notion of one of Duchamp's 
first 'ready-mades' -the famous urinal which 
was signed "R. Mutt 1917" and displayed under 
the title Fountain-while in the process revers-
ing the original's pun by making an ordinary 
object look exactly like a work of modern 
sculpture. Within a more narrative bent, Richard 
Wentworth's galvanized steel tubs play with the 
reflective similarities between metal and water, 
evoking a flow of water from the wall, through 
the tub and onto the floor. In Thomas Skomski' s 
work, the transformation of two World War II 
helmets into a globe of the planet Saturn effects 
a more literary reference while staying within 
the technique of fusing objects together. Finally, 
the innocuous clothesline in Dennis Kowalski's 
SDI-Star Wars Installation is transformed by a 
few tiny warheads into something as ominous 
as a missile trajectory. 
The object's references to function become 
more ambiguous within the work of artists such 
as Haim Steinbach, Jeff Koons, TonyTasset, 
and Mark Stahl, who have come to represent a 
recent tendency in sculptural practice to accumu-
late brand-new objects and present them to the 
viewer in a more or less analytical mode. With 
Steinbach's combination of objects and sleek, 
neo-minimalist shelves, the visual vocabulary 
of store display becomes crossed with that of 
the modern sculpture and base, and the idea of 
site becomes that of the culturally defined place 
where the interaction between humans and their 
objects takes place. Koons's plexiglass cases 
interact with the viewer more as tombs in which 
the normally active vacuum cleaners are sealed 
off from the world in which their function has 
a context; prevented from cleaning through the 
process of sucking up dirt, they are themselves 
kept clean by not being exposed to the same 
dirty air as the viewer. 
Stahl creates juxtapositions of scale and 
utility through his nesting of a stack of towels 
within a large, pink, U-shaped panel, or by the 
gold toothbrush/crucifix leaned within the niche 
of a large simulated black rock. The exaggerated 
proportions of the support structures in his work 
seem to mock the idea of simplicity and restraint 
that is symbolized by his choice of objects-
resulting in oversized sculptural cartoons of 
the traditional still-life. With Tasset' s assertion of 
the typical leather, "buttoned" bench-seat as an 
abstract element, various prototypes for modern 
sculpture and painting are reworked in a new, 
vernacular mode. Rather than address the 
position of the single object, Tasset's work 
reintegrates the object back into the environment 
through the medium of furniture. 
The two categories of object-sculpture which 
have been discussed so far-the transformed 
utilitarian object and the pristine object frozen 
in a perpetual newness-do not adequately 
address the concerns of a number of artists 
working within a third , less defined area of 
activity which lies somewhere between the 
practice of language and that of performance. 
Richard Artschwager, whose work since the 
1960's has served as a paradigm for much of the 
atmosphere of complexity and ambiguity which 
pervades current sculpture, is a master of the 
well-designed and elegantly crafted enigma. 
His sculptures are often elaborate riddles boiled 
down into simple utilitarian forms that are 
practically homages to the cabinetmaker's art (of 
which he is also a master) . A particular innova-
tion in Artschwager' s work has been his use 
of surfaces created from synthetic materials-
primarily formica laminates and celotex-
which closely resemble natural materials. 
More than its importance in the area of technique 
is the work's description of a sculptural situation 
in which the familiar and the unprecedented 
are merged. 
Not unrelated to the theatre-of-the-real in 
Artschwager's work is John Armleder's deploy-
ment of paintings and sculptures in arrange-
ments that suggest culturally unexpected 
confrontations. Armleder, who is Swiss, de-
veloped many of his ideas regarding visual 
situations from years of work as a performance 
artist-a field in which many of the sculptors 
in the present exhibition continue to work. The 
adaptability of objects to human activity-which 
makes them ideally suited to performance 
conditions-is also one of the primary factors of 
their existence. This overlap between concept 
and presentation is humorously evoked in Stuart 
Sherman's The Idea of a Chair-a vaudevillian 
reference to such conceptual artworks of the 60s 
as Joseph Kosuth's Chair and Three Chairs. 
Christian Marclay, whose musical perfor-
mances include the overlapping sounds of 
several records played simultaneously (often 
at ear-splitting decibel levels) creates sculptural 
icons which are arrived atthrough the seemingly 
casual rearrangement of such musical accoutre-
ments as stereo speakers into a cross, three 
records with different-colored blank labels (and 
no grooves) , and a microphone and cable (in 
the shape of a noose). Although William Stone is 
not a performance artist, his furniture-sculpture 
sets up a theatricalized ambivalence between the 
object as a representative thing and as a source 
of entertainment. His Corrected Chair-Double 
is no more functional in its 'corrected' state-
but it is truer to its own illusion. 
Existing in a similar real-time framework as 
Marclay's and Stone's work is the engraved 
stone bench by Jenny Holzer. Best known for 
her moving digital word-boxes, Holzer's work 
is generally as sculpturally neutral as possible, 
preferring to bring the viewer's full attention to 
bear instead on her texts. As objects the benches 
slip easily into a given environment like a home 
or garden, not interfering with one's attention, 
yet inviting each viewer to participate in the work 
by breaking the object/viewer contract of not 
touching (i.e., by sitting on them, which the 
artist encourages). 
In most cultures, the person who controls 
the words controls the power. However, each 
culture also creates a limited number of images 
which are self-representative, which define a 
culture for the benefit of its own participants. 
In Jeff Koons's bust of Louis XIV, there is a 
deep chord of resemblance struck between the 
portrayal of power and the code of representation 
appropriate to a given time. This overlap of 
image is echoed by the gulf of ambiguity lying 
between the object's art-value and its image-
value. This ambiguity is a far cry from the idea 
of rational order on the brink of self-immolation, 
as suggested in Donald Lipski 's Broken Wings 
# 15. Using a ring made up of open matchbooks 
from the U.S. Pentagon, Lipski evokes an 
equally specific symbol-the Biblical ring of fire . 
In all these works, a common thread is to be 
found in the fusion of representative fragments 
of culture with the condition of de-rootedness 
which is perhaps endemic to Western civilization 
in the present decade. In art, this is frequently 
the symptom for a shared quest towards a 
redefinition of goals, such as is often found at 
the beginning of a transitional period. For many, 
the basic questions of defining art's nature-
which have been pushed to the forefront of 
art's activity since the Impressionists-are still 
waiting to be answered for a new century and 
millenium, but it is certain that the answers 
arrived at then will rely heavily on the develop-
ments that we are experiencing today. 
Dan Cameron has been writing about art since 1982. 
He holds a B.A. in philosophy from Bennington 
College, and in 1987 released his first record as 
vocalist for the band Infra-Dig. Publications to which 
he is a frequent contributor include Arts, Arttorum and 
Flash Art. 
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